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Abstract: This paper argues that the distinction between first order and second order elections 
should be used as an analytical tool rather than as a source of different standards to be applied 
in assessing turnout. The Maastricht Treaty makes turnout in European Parliament elections 
important both for the legitimacy of the Community and the development of European 
citizenship. T h e key empirical question is whether turnout in second order elections can be 
explained by social or other variables, or is largely idiosyncratic. The analysis uses turnout data 
in Dublin from 1984 and 1989. The idiosyncratic interpretation is not warranted. The sources of 
low turnout are in large measure identifiable and they indicate that the reality falls a long way 
short of the ideal whereby every citizen, regardless of status or resources, has an equal say. 

I INTRODUCTION 

T his paper focuses on turnout in European Parliament elections. As a 
preliminary, i t deals with the question of how the level of turnout in 

European Parliament elections should be evaluated. The main aim of the 
paper is to examine the determinants of turnout. This is done by first briefly 
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reviewing the relevant literature, paying particular attention to the distinc
tion between first order and second order elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980) 
and to research that focuses specifically on turnout in EP elections. The 
issues arising from this review are then examined by means of an analysis of 
detailed data on turnout in the Dublin City area in the 1984 and 1989 Euro
pean Parliament elections. Since, in Ireland, the 1989 EP election was held 
on the same day as a general election, this has the advantage of enabling one 
to make a direct comparison between the determinants of turnout in an EP 
election that is purely second order (1984) and one that coincided with a first 
order election (1989). 

I I LOW TURNOUT I N EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT ELECTIONS 

Turnout in the first direct elections to the European Parliament in 1979 
was 61 per cent. I t declined slightly in 1984 (59 per cent) and 1989 (57 per 
cent). These overall figures conceal quite substantial differences between the 
Member States both in the absolute level of turnout and in the degree and 
direction of change in turnout from election to election (see Table 1). One 
factor accounting for some of the bigger differences is that voting is compul
sory in certain Member States (Belgium, Luxembourg and Greece) and turn
out levels are accordingly high. Voting is quasi-compulsory in Italy (see 
Crewe, 1981, pp.240-241) and similar high levels are observed. Another factor 
leading to higher levels of turnout in certain cases is the boost in turnout 
obtained from coincidence with other elections within the Member State. 
Thus, for example, when European elections coincided with local elections in 
Ireland in 1979, the turnout was 63.6 per cent. They occurred on their own in 
1984 and turnout was down to 47.6 per cent. In 1989 they coincided with a 
general election and turnout was 68.3 per cent. Similarly, in the 1979 EP 
elections in Germany, local elections occurred on the same day in two lander 
— Rhineland-Palatinate and Saar. Turnout in these lander was 78 and 81 per 
cent respectively; in the remaining lander the average percentage turnout 
was 65. 

In an attempt to arrive at a purer measure of turnout in EP elections, 
Table 1 presents separate measures of turnout for all EC states taken 
together and then for the group of states with neither compulsory voting nor 
concomitant national elections, that is excluding Belgium, Greece, Italy and 
Luxembourg for all EP elections and excluding Ireland for 1989.1 The table 

1. On the basis of the examples of the 1984 elections in Ireland and Rhineland-Palatinate and 
the Saar cited above, one could argue for the exclusion of those E P elections that coincide with 
local or regional elections. F o r our purposes here, however, it is sufficient to exclude coincidence 
with national elections. 



also treats the first EP elections in Greece (1981) and in Spain and Portugal 
(1987) separately rather than, as is often done, combining them with the 1979 
and 1985 elections respectively. 

Table 1: Turnout in European and National Elections 

Member States European Elections Mean Turnout 
in National 

Elections 

1989 1987 1984 1981 1979 1979-89 

Belgium 90.7 92.2 1.4 93.8 
Denmark 46.2 52.4 49.6 86.0 
Germany 62.3 56.8 65.7 87.1 
Greece 79.9 77.2 78.6 n.a. 82.8 
Prance 48.7 56.7 60.7 71.6 
Ireland 68.3 47.6 63.6 73.0 
Italy 81.0 83.4 82.9 90.0 
Luxembourg 87.4 88.8 88.9 88.4 
The Netherlands 47.2 50.6 58.1 83.4 
Portugal 51.2 72.6 n.a. n.a. 79.4 
Spain 54.8 68.9 n.a. n.a. 72.1 
United Kingdom 36.2 32.6 32.3 74.7 

Mean-All Member 
States 57.2 59.0 61.4 
Mean-States with 
non-compulsory 
voting and without 
coinciding National 
Elections 50.1 48.7 53.2 

Sources: 1979 E P Elections: Schmitt, H . , "Appendix: The Firs t European Parliament 
Direct Elections, 7-10 June 1979; Results Compared with National Election 
Results", European Journal of Political Research, Vol. 8, 1980, pp.145-158. 
1984 E P Elections: European Parliament Election Results Ireland, June, 
1984 (Dublin, 1984), p.2. 
1989 E P Elections: European Parliament Election Results Ireland, June, 
1989 (Dublin, 1990), p.2. 
National Elections, 1979-89: Mackie, T . T . "General Elections in Western 
Nations." European Journal of Political Research, various editions 

In the case of non-compulsory and non-concomitant EP elections, turnout 
was 53 per cent for 1979, 49 per cent in 1984 and 50 per cent in 1989. 
Compared to an average turnout of 58.5 per cent in post-war US Presidential 
Elections (to 1980), 50 per cent or thereabouts for turnout in EP elections 
where neither national contests nor compulsory voting were involved is not 
impressive. The American comparison must also be qualified in two respects 
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that do not enhance the EP performance. In the first place, turnout figures in 
the US are based on eligible voters; the European Parliament figures cited 
are based on registered voters. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, 
turnout i n US elections is a not very enviable feature of American politics. I f 
we confine comparison to voting levels in Europe and compare turnout in 
European Parliament elections to turnout in national elections, the results 
are even less flattering. In countries that do not have compulsory voting and 
where European Parliament elections have not coincided with general 
elections, the discrepancies between turnout in European Parliament elec
tions and turnout in national elections generally fall in the range of 20-30 per 
cent and, in the case of the United Kingdom, go as high as 40 per cent (see 
individual country entries in Table 1). 

I l l THE CONCEPT OF SECOND ORDER ELECTIONS: NORM OR 
EXPLANATION? 

These comparisons, whether with European or American national elec
tions, raise a crucial question: is i t reasonable to use turnout in national 
contests as the yardstick? Analysis of European Parliament elections has 
distinguished between first order and second order elections and the 
distinction might be used to suggest that the comparison we have been 
making is invalid. The prime difference between the two types of elections is 
the fact that political power at national level is allocated by means of first 
order elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980; Reif, 1985). I t could be argued that 
two different yardsticks should apply in evaluating turnout: one yardstick for 
national elections and the other for local, regional and European Parliament 
elections i.e., second order elections. I f this were done, perhaps the figure of 
50 per cent turnout in European Parliament elections would not look as bad. 
The conclusion would then be that all the talk about low turnout and voter 
apathy in European Parliament elections is much ado about nothing. 

The second order election concept clearly tells us something important 
about European Parliament elections and we shall use i t in a moment to 
explore the determinants of turnout in such elections. Whether i t should be 
elevated to the status of a norm is another matter. In our view, the yardstick 
for evaluating turnout should be derived from a constitutional and political 
conception of the role of the European Parliament. 

Although the powers of the European Parliament are limited they are not 
negligible. This could be said to have been true even of the Parliament's 
original "consultative" role as this was developed and exploited by the directly 
elected Parliament after 1979. I t is true a fortiori under the "cooperation" and 
"assent" procedures introduced in the Single European Act. In assessing the 



role of the Parliament, one must also take into account the budgetary powers 
conceded in stages since 1970.2 Seen from this perspective, one could explain 
away low turnout in the 1979 election because electing a European Par
liament then was an unfamiliar exercise and because the role of the Par
liament, while real, was fairly minimal. However, by the late eighties, the 
European Parliament was exercising significant, though still limited, power 
in the Community system, power that merited the attention of more than 50 
per cent of those voters who were neither under legal nor quasi-legal 
imperatives nor were voting anyway because there was a concomitant 
national election. 

Moreover, the key consideration in developing a yardstick for the assess
ment of turnout is the probable future constitutional development of the 
European Union. Already, the Maastricht Treaty has significantly extended 
the powers of the Parliament in the areas of scrutiny, appointment of the 
Commission and law-making (Europe Documents, 1992). These powers fall 
short of what the Parliament and its supporters in certain Member States 
had hoped for. Nonetheless, as the Parliament gets to work on the oppor
tunities provided, i t is certain that its role in the Community system wi l l 
expand. And the very fact that there is a continuing concern about the 
"democratic deficit", makes i t highly probable that the Parliament's powers 
wil l be extended in the medium term. Of course i t could be argued that, when 
real power is given to the European Parliament, the voters wi l l sit up and 
take notice. But this is a hope rather than a realistic expectation. Indeed, the 
danger for the Parliament is that electorates, having formed the habit of low 
turnout in EP elections, wil l persist in this habit even after the acquisition by 
the Parliament of significant new powers. Thus, giving increased powers to 
the European Parliament is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
solving the problem of the democratic deficit. I f large numbers of voters 
continue to abstain in EP elections, the chain of democratic accountability is 
greatly weakened. The whole point about democratic elections is the 
universality and equality of access that they provide. As Crewe puts i t : 

Elections based on a full adult franchise encapsulate more directly than 
any other means of participation the two core democratic principles of 
universality and equality — that every individual, whatever his social or 
economic circumstances, should have an equal say. (Crewe, 1981, pp. 
216-217). 

2. O n the powers of the European Parliament in the period upto end 1989, see Jacobs and 
Corbett (1990). 



Elections are not solely about accountability and democratic control. 
Pointing out that, while primarily concerned with the distribution of power, 
elections are also "processes of legitimation", Reif (1985, p.2) argues that: 

the significance of European Parliament elections for the legitimacy of 
the Community is greater than the marginal role of the EP [as of 1985] 
would leave us to expect .... European elections contribute to the 
legitimation of the entire Community System... 

EP elections also have a contribution to make to the development of a 
sense of citizenship. Crewe argues that, in historical terms, the right to vote 
"became the symbol of citizenship itself: the right to participate in public 
affairs generally" (Crewe, 1981, p. 286). The Community is currently paying 
considerable attention to the development of European citizenship and has 
devoted an entire section of the Maastricht Treaty to that theme. In the 
section in question, the l ink between citizenship and voting is specifically 
recognized, reference being made to the right of every citizen of the Union to 
vote and to stand as a candidate in elections to the European Parliament in 
the Member State in which he or she happens to reside. (Europe Documents, 
1992, pp. 4-5). Given, therefore, that EP elections provide prime opportunities 
for the active expression and symbolization of European citizenship and that 
the connection between citizenship and voting is specifically drawn in the 
Maastricht Treaty, current levels of participation in EP elections leave much 
to be desired. We conclude that the second order election concept should not 
be used as a norm rationalizing low levels of turnout in European Parliament 
elections. This is not to jettison the concept of second order elections but to 
argue for its use solely as an analytical tool. 

IV DETERMINANTS OF TURNOUT I N SECOND ORDER ELECTIONS 

Studies of turnout have focussed mainly on general or presidential elec
tions and so have usually been able to assume that all the elections studied 
are of equal importance. But this is precisely where second-order elections 
differ. As Reif and Schmitt put i t , this is the "less-at-stake" dimension of 
second order elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980, p.9). In one sense, one could 
take this as the explanation of lower turnout. Fewer voters see the elections 
as important and therefore fewer turn out to vote. But this only pushes the 
explanatory question one stage further back. I t does not answer the real 
question: what are the correlates and determinants of both the perception of 
the elections as less important and of the fact of abstention. Moreover, as Reif 
and Schmitt point out, "the variance in the degree to which participation 
declined (between first-order and second-order elections within states) cannot 



be explained by the simple "less-at-stake" dimension" (Reif and Schmitt, 
1980, p. 16). 

Some of the variation in turnout in elections as a whole has been put down 
to inter-system differences in the legal and administrative facilitation of the 
voting process. Such differences relate to the day of the poll, postal voting, 
proxy voting, special polling booths, and advance voting. In addition, a more 
political aspect of the systemic context of voting — the type of electoral 
system — may have an impact. For example, Powell reports that turnout 
averages 71 per cent in non-PR systems and 78 per cent in PR systems 
(Powell, 1980, p. 12), though this is qualified by the fact that a multiple 
regression shows that type of electoral system has no significant direct effect 
on turnout. For the most part, however, states have implemented rules 
governing European elections that do not differ substantially from those that 
govern national elections (Hand, et al., 1979 and Millar, 1990). One example 
of an exception to this observation is the fact that in Italy the polls are open 
on both Sunday and Monday for national elections and only on Sunday for 
European elections. Arguably, this could account for a substantial part of the 
discrepancy between turnout in national and European elections that occurs 
even in the Italian context of quasi-compulsory voting. Another example is 
Reif and Schmitt's suggestion that the introduction of PR in France in the 
1979 EP elections may have been a factor tending to increase turnout, though 
at the same time they emphasise that the move to new and unfamiliar 
constituencies i n France (and elsewhere) may have tended to have the 
opposite effect (Reif and Schmitt, 1980, p. 13). Overall, however, this particu
lar system level variable is of limited use in accounting for the lower levels of 
turnout in European Parliament elections. 

A more important system-level variable affecting turnout has been found 
to be a political one, i.e., the strength of the l ink between the party system 
and the major group cleavages in the society. Comparative studies of the 
determinants of turnout are quite emphatic on this point: 

[The table] ... reveals a strong, positive association between a country's 
turnout rate on the one hand and, on the other, the closeness of f i t 
between its party system and major social cleavages. (Crewe, 1981 
p. 252). 

In short, the examination of the relationship between strength of party-
group linkages and voting turnout yields a consistent and robust con
clusion: strong linkages between citizens' cleavage group memberships 
and their party preferences are a powerful predictor of voting turnout 
across nations (Powell, 1983, pp. 18-19). 



I t has been argued that this l ink between the party system and social 
cleavages is a more important determinant than a related system level vari
able — the competitiveness of the party system. Research on turnout in 
national elections in 15 European countries in the period 1945-1978 has sug
gested that the relationship between turnout and competitiveness is neither 
strong nor consistent (Dittrich and Johansen, 1983, pp. 107-113). In any 
event, the crucial point from our present perspective is that the party 
system/social cleavage variable is fundamentally affected by whether an 
election is a first-order or second-order contest. Since second order elections 
do not distribute power in the national decision-making arena, and since the 
national issues that normally divide the parties are diluted without being 
replaced by corresponding European issues, the individual's partisanship is 
less engaged and the l ink back to the individual's position in the cleavage 
structure of the society is more tenuous. 

In terms of our task of analysing the determinants of turnout in European 
Parliament elections, this line of argument provides a negative explanation, 
i.e., turnout is low because an important impetus to high turnout is missing. 
Crewe generalizes this point by arguing that: 

In the presence of such institutional incentives to vote as a close align
ment between partisan and social divisions, automatic registration, a PR 
electoral system, a competitive party system, and the administrative 
facilitation of voting, individual-level factors w i l l be overridden. ... 
Likewise, in the absence of institutional incentives ... individual factors 
wi l l have freer rein ... (Crewe, 1981, pp. 260-261). 

The key question then becomes what are these individual-level factors that 
have "freer rein"? Are they identifiable individual level variables that are 
systematically related to turnout, as implied by Crewe? Or are they idio
syncratic factors peculiar to each individual that, while they lead one person 
to vote and another not to, do not add up to any discernible pattern? 

In the conclusion to their extensive study of the determinants of turnout in 
the 1989 European Parliament election, Schmitt and Mannheimer incline 
towards the latter view. They speculate that a reason for the low explanatory 
power of their set of variables may be "that electoral participation to a large 
degree is caused by non-systematic — and that means specific to one's 
individual situation or idiosyncratic factors — which are beyond the reach of 
large scale-survey research". They are led to this view by the fact that their 
analysis of reported turnout in the 1989 EP election only accounted for 11 per 
cent of the variance. This is in spite of the fact that their model incorporated 



a wide range of variables, including a variable measuring "habitual voting". 3. 
Schmitt and Mannheimer's conclusion is not encouraging: 

Despite all our efforts, participation in the European elections of 1989 
has hardly been explained. Why is i t that some people participate while 
others abstain? We do not know much about i t . What can be said is that 
— apart from Denmark — European attitudes hardly play any role in 
the decision to participate. Social background characteristics have been 
found to be only remotely related to European electoral participation. 
What remains is the impression that many EC citizens went to the polls 
because they are used to doing so on election day. (Schmitt and Mann-
heimer, 1990, p.50). 

One could add to this that explaining turnout in EC elections by reference to 
citizens being used to going to the polls on election day is not all that helpful 
when a fundamental problem is the discrepancy between the numbers going 
to the polls on first-order election days and on second-order election days. 

Before assenting to the extremely agnostic conclusion that turnout in EC 
elections is largely an idiosyncratic phenomenon, i t may be worth considering 
that a major source of the failure to explain more of the variance in turnout in 
EP elections is measurement error in the dependent variable. One indicator 
of such measurement error is the difference between the percentage reporting 
having voted and the actual turnout. This is of course a minimum estimate of 
the measurement error because the difference in question reflects the net 
effect of two contrary tendencies at individual level: those who report having 
voted but did not and those who are classified as not having voted who did in 
fact vote. Survey research overestimated turnout in the 1989 EP elections by 
13 percentage points for the member-states as a whole and by amounts as 
high as 19 points in the United Kingdom and 18 points in Denmark (Schmitt 
and Mannheimer, 1990, pp. 34-35).4 With measurement error of (at least) this 
magnitude in the dependent variable, i t is scarcely surprising that low levels 
of variance explained were achieved. 

Turnout is accurately measured (subject to flaws in the electoral register), 
but only at the aggregate level. Analysis of data at this level then combines 
the advantage of accuracy in the dependent variable with the problem of the 
ecological fallacy, i.e., the impossibility of inferring conclusions about 

3. Habitual voting is measured, admittedly imperfectly according to the authors, by a positive 
response (i.e. the naming of a party) to two questions: a voting intention question with respect to 
a hypothetical national election and a vote recall question with respect to the most recent 
national election (Schmitt and Mannheimer, 1990, pp.35-36). 

4. O f course the problem is not confined to reported voting in E P elections - the average 
overestimation of turnout in national elections in surveys in seven countries reported by Budge 
and Far l ie is 10 per cent (Budge and Farlie,1976, pp. 112-113). 



relationships between variables at the individual level from correlations at 
the aggregate level. Our approach to this classic problem in research of this 
sort is that the ecological fallacy is a hazard to be minimised rather than an 
insuperable obstacle that precludes such research. As Robinson's original 
discussion of the issue (Robinson, 1950) suggests, one aspect of the ecological 
fallacy (i.e., the inflation of correlation coefficients at the aggregate level as 
compared with the coefficients between the same variables at the individual 
level) is related to the heterogeneity of the aggregate level units as well as to 
their size and number. As we shall see in a moment, by using highly dis
aggregated data, we are in a position to conduct the analysis with a large 
number of observations on units of relatively small size. Secondly, the overall 
problem can be dealt with by avoiding direct inference to the individual level, 
focussing instead on area-level relationships and treating individual level 
relationships as plausible hypotheses. We take the view that one should take 
into account actual and therefore accurate turnout records, albeit thereby 
being confined to aggregate level inferences, rather than relying solely on 
individual level data that is known to be subject to substantial measurement 
error. 

On the basis of the foregoing discussion we can summarize both our 
research question and research strategy. The question is: how do the cor
relates of turnout in EP elections and national elections compare? Given that 
the literature suggests that the two kinds of elections differ systematically in 
ways that might be assumed to affect turnout and given the specific sugges
tion that turnout in EP elections may be idiosyncratically determined, is 
turnout in EP elections less predictable or predictable in terms of a different 
set of variables than those that have been found to be related to turnout in 
national elections? Because of the difficulties of analysing turnout with 
survey data, we approach these questions by means of an area-level analysis 
of disaggregated turnout in Dublin in the 1984 and 1989 European Par
liament elections. 

V DISAGGREGATED DATA ON TURNOUT 

Most member states of the Community report election statistics by ward or 
commune. Ireland and the United Kingdom are obvious exceptions. In the 
Irish case, however, and possibly in the case of the United Kingdom, there is 
a way of recovering turnout data at a much lower level, allowing us to relate 
turnout to basic social and demographic data at a reasonably low level of 
aggregation. Before reporting on our analysis of such data, a brief description 
of the data for Dublin in 1984 and 1989 is necessary. 

The first step in the count in the Irish system is the checking of the ballot 



papers. This is done on a ballot box-by ballot box basis and the nuniber of 
ballots in each box is recorded by the returning officer. On average, there are 
three or four boxes, of approximately 800 potential electors each, per polling 
station or section of the electoral register. From the point of view of statistical 
analysis of the pattern of turnout, a crucial consideration is that the polling 
stations coincide with or are subsections of the most basic unit for which 
census data are reported. These units are known as wards or District Elec
toral Divisions. The official record of turnout per box is kept throughout the 
election count and for a short period afterwards by the returning officer. I t is 
not officially published and indeed appears to be disposed of by the returning 
officer after i t has served its immediate purpose of checking the vote against 
the number of ballot papers distributed. Fortunately, the political parties 
make an informal record of this data in the form of "tally figures". Repre
sentatives of the parties have a right to be present throughout the counting of 
votes, including the first check of the ballot papers. The practice of all 
political parties is to keep a record of the voting pattern for each box as the 
votes for that box are opened and checked. From the point of view of the 
parties, this information is extremely valuable in terms of knowing their 
strengths and weaknesses in the local area. From the point of view of turnout 
data, this party record provides an alternative to the official but unpublished 
record of turnout kept by the returning officer. 

The data in relation to 1984 which we analyse below were derived from the 
party tally figures for turnout per box. The 1989 data, on the other hand, are 
the official records of turnout per box, which were kindly supplied to us by the 
City and County Sheriffs. The former dataset relates to 129 of the 144 wards 
in the Dublin city area. This is the area within the traditional boundaries of 
the city and does not include many of the newer suburbs and satellite towns 
that constitute the Greater Dublin area. By definition, i t also excludes rural 
areas. The 1989 information is more complete since i t relates to 318 of the 
322 District Electoral Divisions or Wards in the whole of Dublin city and 
county. Both sets of turnout figures were aggregated to Ward/DED level. The 
demographic and social characteristics of the DEDs were derived from the 
Small Area Population Statistics for the 1981 and 1986 Censuses as pub
lished by the Central Statistics Office. 

The two elections in question provide a particularly illuminating contrast 
since in 1989 both the European and national elections were held on the same 
day whereas in 1984 only a European Parliament contest was involved. Com
parison of rates of turnout and of the determinants of those rates in the two 
elections provides a means of identifying the particular factors affecting turn
out in European Parliament contests. Ideally, one would carry out a detailed 
DED by DED comparison of differences between the two elections. This 



proved impossible because of the recent revisions of the DED boundaries in 
Dublin. Accordingly, the paper focuses on a comparison of the results of 
separate analysis of voter turnout in each contest. 

The overall turnout as estimated from our data together wi th some 
descriptive statistics on the turnout percentage across DEDs are presented in 
Table 2. I t is notable that the variability across DEDs is greater in 1984 than 
in 1989. 

Table 2: Turnout Statistics from Ballot Box Data, Dublin 1984 and 1989 

Overall Turnout Statistics on the Distribution 
(% of the Electorate) of the Turnout % across DEDs 

St. Deviation Max. Min. 

1984 (129 Wards) 37.3 8.41 48.3 18.4 
1989 (318 Wards /DEDs) 63.3 6.69 77.3 34.8 

Table 3 shows the zero order correlations between the turnout percentage 
and a selection of relevant Census variables. The 1989 figures are split into 
"City Only" and "All Dublin County" to facilitate comparison with 1984. 

Table 3: Simple correlations between Turnout and Social Variables 

1984 
City Only 

1989 
City Only All Dublin 

Percentage aged 18-24 -0.10 -0.13 -0.18 
Percentage aged 25-39 -0.05 -0.10 -0.07 
Percentage aged 65+ -0.06 -0.13 -0.14 
Percentage Male -0.07 0.22 0.22 
Percentage Owner Occupier 0.75 n.a. n.a. 
Percentqage Unemployed -0.62 -0.38 -0.47 
Percentage High Social Class 0.45 -0.02 0.18 
Percentage Low Social Class -0.58 -0.19 -0.31 
Percentage Low Education -0.49 -0.17 -0.31 
Percentage High Education 0.20 -0.07 0.12 

A l l of the Census variables were measured as percentages of the relevant 
population in the DED. Thus, the percentage male is taken as a proportion of 
the total population, the percentages of the different age groups as 
percentages of the electorate. Percentage owner occupier refers to the percen
tage of private households in owner occupied dwellings while the remaining 
variables are expressed as percentages of the population aged 15 or over. 
There are some differences in the definitions of the variables as between 1984 
and 1989. The owner occupier variable was available from the Census data 



only for 1984. In the 1984 data, the percentage with low education was 
defined as the percentage with primary level or less, while in 1989 this 
variable had to be based on age completed education and refers to the 
percentage who left education at age 15 or younger. Similarly, the percentage 
wi th high education in 1984 refers to those who had some th i rd level 
education while in 1989 i t is based on those who left education at age 20 or 
later. "High socio-economic class" is defined as persons in the higher pro
fessional, lower professional and employer/manager categories while "low 
socio-economic class" is defined as unskilled and semi-skilled workers. 

The highest bivariate association is with the owner occupier variable. On 
the face of i t , this relationship could be a reflection either of the impact of 
social class or of unreliability in the Electoral Register. Keogh and Whelan 
(1986, p. 41) have shown that, in the mid-eighties, there were considerable 
variations across areas in the extent to which the Dublin Electoral Register 
accurately reflected the number of persons present in a DED. The Register 
appeared to be most deficient in those areas of the city with high proportions 
of flats and low proportions of owner-occupied dwellings. Accordingly, some of 
the explanatory power of this variable may be due to the fact that i t incor
porates information on deficiencies i n the register. In the multivariate 
analysis of 1984 turnout below, we attempt to tease out this issue by control
ling for the effect of register unreliability. Unfortunately, the owner-occupier 
variable is not available for 1989. The next highest bivariate relationship is 
with the percentage of the population aged 15 and over who are unemployed. 
This variable has a strong negative effect on turnout in each of the elections. 

In general, the comparison of the correlates of turnout in the Dublin city 
area in the two elections suggests that variables reflecting social class appear 
to have exerted a somewhat stronger influence in 1984 than in 1989, whereas 
three demographic factors (percentage male in the population, percentage in 
the younger age groups and percentage elderly) seem to have been more 
important in 1989. Significant correlations are observed with the low edu
cation variable in each of the three datasets, in conformity wi th the com
parative findings cited by Crewe regarding the robustness of the association 
between education and turnout (Crewe, p. 259). The aggregate effect of the 
high education variable is less clear. A possible explanation for this may be 
that the effect of education is non-linear, i.e., that once a certain threshold 
level of education has been reached, further increases do not lead to propor
tionate increases in turnout. 

The foregoing bivariate analysis is, at best, suggestive and the obvious next 
step is the estimation of multiple regression equations to assess the overall 
predictability of turnout and to assess the contributions of the individual 
variables in each of the elections. The level of intercorrelation between some 



of the independent variables is high. As a result, multicollinearity problems 
severely hampered our ini t ial attempts at interpreting the net effects of the 
variables on turnout. Table 4 shows the intercorrealtions of the variables 
reflecting the class composition and social conditions of the area. Rather than 
working with the individual variables we decided to create an overall index of 
the socio-economic conditions in each area. 

This was done by extracting the first principal component from the cor
relation matrix shown in Table 4 and assigning a value to each area on the 
basis of its score on this component. Table 5 gives details of the principal 
component analyses. I t is clear that the structure of the correlation matrix 
has remained very constant between the two periods and that the variables 
are very highly inter-correlated. The first principal component accounts for 
over 80 per cent of the total variance in each period and scores on this 
component should constitute a very good index of the basic dimension under
lying the five variables. We can term this dimension "poor versus good socio
economic conditions" or more simply "deprivation". These principal com
ponent scores are then used in the regression analyses which follow. 

Table 4: Correlation Matrices for the Five Socio-Economic Variables in 1984 and 1989 
(Below Diagonal 1984; Above Diagonal 1989) 

Unemp. Hi-Class Lo-Class Lo-Ed. Hi-Ed. 

Percentage Unemployed — -0.77 0.90 0.87 -0.69 
Percentage High Social Class -0.71 — -0.86 -0.91 0.93 
Percentage Low Social Class 0.86 -0.69 — 0.96 -0.80 
Percentage Low Education 0.85 -0.86 0.90 — -0 .86 
Percentage High Education -0 .62 0.90 -0.56 -0.78 — 

Table 5: Factor Loadings on First Principal Component 

1984 1989 

Percentage Unemployed 0.892 0.899 
Percentage High Social Class -0.919 -0.951 
Percentage Low Social Class 0.891 0.960 
Percentage Low Education 0.973 0.979 
Percentage High Education -0.851 -0.909 

Eigen Value 4.103 4.420 
Per Cent of Variance Explained 82.1 88.4 

V I EXPLAINING THE LEVEL OF TURNOUT 

Our objective in this section is to develop regression equations which wil l 
explain the variations in turnout across polling districts in the two elections 



and to compare the determinants of turnout as between a second order 
election (EP in 1984) and a first order ballot (EP plus National Elections in 
1989). Our interest is in both the overall level of variance explained by each 
equation (as measured by the adjusted R 2) and in the effects of the separate 
independent variables (as measured by the regression coefficients and their 
associated t-values). Examining these should enable us to tackle the basic 
research question identified from the literature — how predictable is turnout 
in second order elections as compared with first order or national contests. 

We begin by showing in Table 6 estimated regression equations for 1989 
(the first order election). One equation relates to the 318 wards from the 
entire Dublin area while the second relates to the 128 wards in Dublin City. 
Both equations are very similar in general structure. They show that we have 
succeeded in explaining about 37-38 per cent of the variance in turnout on the 
basis of four independent variables: the area's deprivation score and the 
percentages of the electorate aged 18-24, 25-39 and 65 and over, respectively. 
The coefficient of each variable is significant at the 1 per cent level. Depri
vation has a negative sign, indicating that turnout tends to be significantly 
lower in the poorer areas.6 The coefficients on the age structure variables 
suggest a non-linear effect for age similar to that reported in the studies 
based on individual level data. (For instance, Kim et al., 1975). Thus, areas 
with relatively high proportions of the electorate in the age group under 40 
and those with high proportions over 65 tend to have lower levels of turnout. 

Table 6: Multiple Regression of 1989 Turnout for (a) Entire Dublin Area and (b) Dublin 
City Only 

Entire Dublin Area Dublin City Only 

Variables B t-value B t-value 

% Aged 18-24 -0.77 10.09** -1.07 8.51** 
% Aged 25-39 -0 .42 10.15** -0 .62 7.56** 
% Aged 65+ -0.65 11.01** -0.97 9.09** 
Deprivation Index -2.01 6.62** -3 .65 6.45** 
Constant 101.12 29.99** 119.97 19.32** 

Adjusted R Square 0.37 0.38 
F-Value 47.84** 24.77** 

What then happens to this pattern of effects when we move from a first to 
a second order election? Table 7 shows two regression equations for Dublin 
City in the second order election (1984). The first of these (headed "Without 

5. While our analysis is necessarily confined to aggregate level inference, it is interesting to 
note that Marsh (1991,pp.3-ll), in examining individual level data for the same election, finds 
some evidence of differences in turnout related to social class between voters and non-voters. 



Owner Occupier") corresponds exactly to the 1989 equation shown in Table 6. 
The level of variance explanation achieved at 43 per cent is somewhat above 
that shown in the first order election, suggesting that the social and demo
graphic factors listed may have a slightly greater effect in second than in first 
order elections. The pattern of the coefficients, however, corresponds very 
closely in the 1984 and 1989 elections, with each variable being significant 
and of the same sign in each equation. Our conclusion is that the same factors 
account for turnout in both first and second order elections and that the 
overall effect of these factors is in fact slightly stronger in second than in first 
order elections. 

Table 7: Multiple Regression of1984 Turnout in Dublin City Only 

Without Owner Occupier With Owner Occupier 
Variables B t-values B t-value 

% Aged 18-24 -1.01 5.79** -0.32 1.66 
% Aged 25-39 -0.54 4.88** -0.21 1.90 
% Aged 65+ -0.70 6.08** -0.23 1.78 
Deprivation Index -5.25 9.08** -1.67 2.04* 
Owner Occupier — — 0.20 6.03** 
Index of Surplus Names 
on Electoral Register — — -6.27 1.48 
Constant 85.95 11.19 50.35 4.73** 
Adjusted R Squared 0.43 0.56 
F Value 25.43** 28.13** 

The second equation in Table 7 (headed "With Owner Occupier") is 
included to show the effect of an important variable which was not, unfor
tunately, available in the 1989 dataset. This is the percentage of private 
dwellings in the area which were owner occupied. Table 3 above showed this 
to be the single variable most highly correlated with turnout. Its inclusion in 
the equation has a very striking effect. The overall level of variance explained 
is increased to about 56 per cent and the age structure variables are rendered 
insignificant. The coefficient of the Deprivation Index is substantially reduced 
and i t is now significant at only the 5 per cent level. This suggests that the 
mechanism relating turnout to the demographic and social characteristics 
listed operates through residential stability. In other words, areas of high 
turnout are characterised by stable populations, as indicated by high levels of 
owner occupation, higher social status and a relative predominance of middle-
aged persons. 

In discussing the bivariate correlations we noted that the owner occupier 
variable was open to two interpretations — a social class interpretation or an 
interpretation that would treat i t as reflecting the unreliability of the 



electoral register in areas of low owner-occupation and high residential 
mobility. We were able to test the latter interpretation by including a variable 
that measures the extent of electoral register unreliability at the constituency 
level. The variable in question is the ratio of the number of people on the 
electoral register to the number of people indicated by the census as being in 
the 18 plus age category in a given constituency. I f that ratio is greater than 
one, then there is evidence of a surplus of persons on the register and one 
would expect turnout to be lower in such areas. The relevant figures are 
available on a constituency basis and the constituency ratio was attributed to 
all DEDs within the constituency. I f the owner occupier variable is to a signi
ficant extent measuring unreliability in the electoral register, its role i n the 
equation should be substantially modified by including the new variable. 
However, when this variable was included in the equation (as shown in 
Table 7) its effect was not significant while the significance of the owner 
occupier variable was left unchanged. We conclude, therefore, that the impact 
of owner occupation in the equation in Table 7 is not an artefact of unreli
ability in the electoral register, but is affected by social class and residential 
stability. 

V I I THE EFFECT OF COMPETITIVENESS 

So far, we have concentrated mainly on the social or demographic 
determinants of turnout in 1984 and 1989. The latter election, being a first 
order contest, was characterised by higher levels of institutional impetus to 
turnout, i.e., increased salience, increased activity by the political parties, 
engagement of the partisanship of the individual and all of the other factors 
discussed in the introductory section. However, even within the 1989 context 
one can detect variations in institutional or contextual impetus to high 
turnout, i.e., different degrees of marginality from constituency to con
stituency. In order to test for the effect of this variable we coded each district 
electoral division according to the marginality of the constituency in which i t 
was located based on the results of the previous (1987) General Election. 
Marginality was defined from the point of view of the outgoing Fianna Fail 
government and was calculated as follows: 

M = M l or M2 whichever is less 
where 

M l = FFLEC - PCTQUOTA(FFSEATS) 
M2 = FFLEC - PCTQUOTA(FFSEATS + 1) 

where FFLEC = the Fianna Fail percentage share of the vote at the "last 
effective count"; PCTQUOTA is the quota expressed in percentage terms; 



FFSEATS is the number of seats held by Fianna Fail. The last effective count 
is a way of taking vote transfers into account in assessing marginality. 
Attributed to the economist and Fianna Fail Minister, Professor Mart in 
O'Donohue, i t was first introduced in Browne (1981) and has become the 
standard way of assessing marginality. In order to assess marginality from a 
Fianna Fail perspective, i t is the last count in which there is a Fianna Fail 
candidate and another contender and the party's vote share consists of the 
party's original first count votes plus any votes accruing to i t in subsequent 
counts minus any votes that have leaked to other parties or have become non
transferable. The base for percentaging a party's share is the total valid poll 
minus the number of non-transferable votes up to the count in question. 

When this variable was entered into the basic equation the result was a 
small increase in the level of explanation achieved from 37 per cent to 41 per 
cent and a highly significant coefficient for the marginality variable — the 
more marginal the constituency, the greater the turnout (see Table 8). The 
coefficient is highly significant, suggesting that there is an appreciable 
increase in turnout depending on the degree of competitiveness of the par
ticular constituency. Thus, whatever about inter-state differences in the com
petitiveness of party systems as measured by Dittrich and Johansen (see 
discussion above), the present evidence suggests that, at constituency level, 
the degree of competitiveness does make a difference. 

Table 8: Multiple Regression of 1989 Turnout for Entire Dublin Area Incorporating 
Marginality Index 

Variables B t-value 

% Aged 18-24 
% Aged 25-39 
% Aged 65+ 
Deprivation Index 
Marginality Index 
Constant 

Adjusted R Square 0.41 
F Value 45.52** 

-0.76 
-0.42 
-0.67 
-2.55 

0.76 
103.04 

10.28** 
10.52** 
11.57** 

8.10** 
4.78** 

31.38** 

V I I I CONCLUSION 
f ~) 

The conclusions to be drawn from the foregoing must necessarily be ten
tative. The analysis is based on two elections in one Euro constituency in one 
Member State, and is subject to the limitations inherent in ecological data. 
On the other hand, i t has the strength of being based on actual rather than 
self-reported turnout, and is implemented at quite a low level of aggregation. 



Most importantly, in terms of our specific research question, the analysis 
allows us to compare the determinants of turnout i n an election conducted 
specifically for the European Parliament with a combined European Par
liament and national election. 

Comparison of first order and second order elections points to the absence 
of institutional incentives to vote as the distinguishing feature of second order 
elections. In these circumstances, individual factors are likely to have freer 
rein. The key question is: do these factors constitute a pattern of identifiable 
variables determining turnout or are they purely idiosyncratic? I f the latter is 
the case, then turnout in second order elections is mainly a random phe
nomenon that is really not explainable. A recent study of turnout in the 1989 
European Parliament election seems to lean towards this interpretation. 
Because of difficulties in the measurement of turnout at the individual level, 
we choose to analyse data at an aggregate level, taking steps to reduce the 
level of aggregation as much as possible. As a result, our inferences are con
fined to the correlates and determinants of turnout at area (ward or DED) 
level. 

Our findings suggest that the idiosyncratic interpretation is not warranted. 
When we compare the explanation of turnout in our first-order and second-
order elections, we find in fact a somewhat greater level of explained variance 
in the latter. Moreover, the pattern of variables in the two equations is almost 
identical. Far from being idiosyncratic, turnout in the European Parliament 
election in Dublin in 1984 was determined by the classic pattern of age and 
social disadvantage — areas with high numbers of the elderly and the young 
and areas characterised as deprived (i.e., areas with low levels of education, 
high unemployment and higher numbers of people in lower status occu
pations) had lower levels of turnout. 

Further analysis of the 1984 data using owner-occupation as a variable 
(not available for 1989) suggests that the age and deprivation effects are 
closely connected with residential stability. We examined the possibility that 
such stability as measured by the owner occupation variable might be simply 
a reflection of the relative accuracy or inaccuracy of the electoral register in 
each area. This interpretation was not sustained by the data. We also showed 
that, in the case of the 1989 (first order) election, the competitiveness of a 
district, as measured by the marginality of the constituency in the previous 
general election, led to increases in turnout. 

The implications of our findings are twofold. First, something can be done 
about low turnout in EP elections because its sources are identifiable. Second, 
something ought to be done because our findings indicate that the European 
Parliament is failing to fulfill one of its prime representative functions — to 
ensure that, regardless of status or resources, every citizen has an equal say. 

E 
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